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What is the American Community Survey?
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What is the American Community 

Survey?

A large, continuous survey that:

• Is sent to approximately 3 million resident 
addresses per year

• Produces characteristics of population and 
housing

• Produces estimates for small areas and 
small population groups
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Timeline of the ACS

Continuous 

measurement 

conceptualized

Congress renewed 

interest in an 

alternative to the 

once-a-decade census

Work began on 

what evolved 

into the ACS

First operational 

test conducted in 

4 sites

Test sites 

expanded yearly to 

36 counties in 26 

states

N=165,000 

housing units

N=866,000 

housing units in 

1,239 counties

N=3,000,000 

housing units in 

all counties in 50 

states, DC & PR

GQs 

added

First 1-yr ests

released for 

areas 65,000+

First 3-yr ests* 

released for 

areas 20,000+

*ests=estimates
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What are the Purposes of the ACS?

• Determine funding and policies for federal 

programs

• Understand characteristics of the 

population of an area for local planning 

needs

• Make comparisons across areas

• Assess change over time in an area
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Developing the ACS

The ACS was developed to:

1. Focus the Census on improving the 

population count

2. Provide characteristic data more than 

once every 10 years to frame policy 

issues

3. Allow use of current data to respond to 

new trends
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Decennial Census 

Census 2000 used 2 forms:

1.“short” form – basic demographic and 

housing

2.“long” form – collected more in-depth 

information

Only a sample of the population received 

the long form
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2010 Census and the ACS

2010 Census ACS

• U.S. population count • U.S. population characteristics

• Short form only • Includes short form questions

• Only long form is for U.S. 

territories, except Puerto Rico

• Conducted in Puerto Rico

• “Usual residence” rule • “Current residence” rule
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Mail:

(Month 1)

Telephone:

CATI

(Month 2)

Personal Visit: 

CAPI

(Month 3)

ACS Operations
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American Community Survey
Content
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Selected Topics on the ACS

• Ancestry

• Class of Worker

• Disability Status

• Educational 

Attainment

• Fertility

• Health Insurance 

Coverage

• Hispanic or Latino 

Origin

• Marital Status and 

Martial History

• Kitchen Facilities

• Journey to Work

• Owner Statistics

• Poverty

• School Enrollment

• Veterans 

• Value of Home
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ACS Period Estimates

Describe the average characteristics over a 

specific period of time

Contrast with point-in-time estimates 

– Describe characteristics as of a specific date, 

such as April 1, 2010

Period is 1 year, 3 years, or 5 years data 

(combined for 12 months, 36 months, or 60 

months)
12



Population Thresholds for ACS Estimates
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American Community Survey 
Data Products Release Schedule

Data Product Population Size Data released in: 

of Area 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

1-Year Estimates 65,000+ 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

for Data Collected in:

3-Year Estimates 20,000+ 2005-2007 2006-2008 2007-2009 2008-2010 2009-2011 2010-2012

for Data Collected in:

5-Year Estimates All Areas* 2005-2009 2006-2010 2007-2011 2008-2012

for Data Collected in:

* Five-year estimates will be available for areas as small as census tracts and block groups.

Source: US Census Bureau
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American Community Survey 
Comparison Guidance

• Comparing ACS 1-year data

– Census Bureau supports comparisons between 

2007 and 2008 ACS 1-year data.

– Improvements to the questionnaire may impact 

comparability.

• Comparing 2008 ACS 1-year data to Census 

2000

– Differences between the 2008 ACS and Census 

2000 include residence rules, universes, and 

reference periods.
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How to access ACS Data Products?
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U.S. Census Bureau Home Page

www.census.gov
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American FactFinder
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ACS Data Products
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ACS Data Products

Profiles

– Data Profiles

– Narrative Profiles

– Comparison Profiles

– Selected Population Profiles

Tables

– Detailed Tables and Collapsed Tables

– Subject Tables

– Ranking Tables

– Geographic Comparison Tables

Thematic Maps

Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) Files
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Data Profiles
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Narrative Profiles
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Comparison Profiles
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Selected Population Profiles
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Detailed Tables
Table 

Number

Collapsed 

Version

Table Name

Data Source

Margin of Error

Universe
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Detailed Tables – Collapsed Version
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Subject Tables
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Ranking Tables
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Ranking Tables



30

Geographic Comparison Tables



2009 ACS Data Release

First release of ACS 5-year estimates

– Data will be available for small areas including

• Census Tracts 

• Block Groups

– Will be based on data collected in 2005, 2006, 

2007, 2008 and 2009

The 2009 ACS 1-year and the 2007-2009 ACS 

3-year estimates will also be released
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What Recent Content Changes have 

taken Place with the Questionnaire?

New Content

2008

1. Health Insurance Coverage

2. Service Connected Disability

3. Marital History

2009

1. Field of Undergraduate Degree

Wording and format changes in 2008 to match 

Census 2010 questions



Impact of Adding/Changing Content

• Some topics will only be available for 1-year data 

products 

• New content will NOT be included in multi-year 

estimates, until sufficient data is collected (ie: 

takes 36 months of data collection to produce   

3-year estimates).
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For more information

Subscribe to “ACS Alert”
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Special/Alerts.htm

Visit the ACS website:
http://www.census.gov/acs

Contact by telephone:
Marla Katz

215.717.1820

Contact by email:
Marla.A.Katz@census.gov

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/Special/Alerts.htm
mailto:Marla.A.Katz@census.gov

